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Early Chinese contact with SE Asia has been evidenced by the presence of sophisticated bronze 
casting in the Bac Bo (Gulf of Tonkin, North Vietnam) and Lingnan, South of Nanjing Mountains 
(Guangdong, Guangxi, and Hainan as well as modern northern Vietnam) which coincided with the 
development of Shang bronze work in the 1,500–1000BC.  
Either, bronze casting developed independently at both sites, or there was cultural sharing. The 
latter proposition is more popular, but then there are scholars who argue that knowledge 
transferred from south to north, and another camp who argues that the influence was the other way 
around, from north to south.1  
By the fifth century AD travel from China to SE Asia used the maritime route. The seasonal 
monsoons brought travellers through Malacca and the Sunda Straits.2 
The Liang Shu (History of the Chinese Liang Dynasty record 7th century but referring to the 6th 
century AD) refers to the kingdom of "Lang-ya-xiu" (狼牙脩). Langkasuka is believed to have been 
located in Kedah, on the Malaysian Peninsula, or Pattani in the south of Thailand.3 
Archaeology and chronicles are two important methods that trace historical global transfer of 
culture between regions and communities. Epigraphic evidence on tombstones also provide 
evidence of foreign settlements. Chinese settlements in Indonesia can be dated to at least the 15th 
century, and probably earlier. The tomb of the seagoing merchant and first Captain So Beng Kong 苏
鸣岗 (ca. 1580-1644, native to Tong’an 同安, Fujian) is to be found in the Mangga Dua district marks 
a landmark in the history of the Chinese in Batavia/Jakarta.4 
At this point, I will narrow my focus to pre-modern cultural transfers from China to Indonesia, and 
further confine my investigation to the culture of everyday life. In other words, I look to the “Little 
Traditions” as against the “Great Traditions,” in terms of Redfield’s seminal dualistic framework for 
the study of society and culture.5 Although the notion of dualities is disputed in the postmodern —
what is “Great” or “Little” are relative views —, Redfield’s notion of a hierarchy between canonical 
traditions and practices of these ideas appropriated to everyday life at local or village level remains 
useful in that practices in the everyday often include idiosyncratic which cannot be tolerated at the 
institutional level.  
                                                          
1 See for example, Higham, Charles, The Bronze Age of Southeast Asia, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996), pp. 310–3. 
2 Schottenhammer, Angela, “The ‘China Seas’ in World History: A General Outline of the Role of Chinese and 
East Asian Maritime Space from its Origins to c. 1800,” Journal of Marine and Island Cultures 1 (2) (December 
2012): 63–86. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.imic.2012.11.002  
3 Wheatley, Paul, The Golden Khersonese: Studies in the Historical Geography of the Malay Peninsula before 
A.D. 1500 (Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 1961), pp. 253–54; Geoff Wade “The Pattani Region in 
Chinese Texts of the 6th to the 19th Centuries,”in Patrick Jory (ed.) Ghosts of the Past in Southern Thailand: 
Essays on the History and Histiography of Patani (Singapore: NUS Press), pp. 53–86. 
4 Salmon, Claudine, “Ancient Chinese Cemeteries of Indonesia as Vanishing Landmarks of the Past (17th-20th 
c.),” Archipel 92 (2016): 23–61,  http://archipel.revues.org/282  
5 Redfield, Robert, “The Folk Society,” American Journal of Sociology, 52 (4) (January 1947): 293–308. 
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Another idea from Redfield that is pertinent to this essay on ethnographic method is the proposition 
of the cultural role of cities.6 In particular, the Redfield and Singer’s contrast between orthogenetic 
and heterogenetic cities is referenced: 
The distinction that is then basic to consideration of the cultural role of cities is the distinction 
between the carrying forward into systematic and reflective dimensions an old culture and the 
creating of original modes of thought that have authority beyond or in conflict with old cultures and 
civilizations (Redfield and Singer, 1954: 58).  
Archaeologist John Miksic contributes to this seminal distinction between orthogenetic and 
heterogenetic sites with insights from Fox (1971)7 classification of medieval European cities as 
monument building militaristic kingdoms inland and trading ports on coasts and margins of 
hinterland empires. Miksic links monument building with continuity and surplus that make 
orthogenetic sites; and trading ports with change at heterogenetic sites.8  
The monuments offer visual impact and naturally drew the attention of early European 
anthropologists and archaeologists to Southeast Asia. This has resulted in the world fame of Angkor 
Wat, Cambodia and Borobudur, Indonesia, for example. On the other hand, evidence from a 
heterogenetic site, are items used in the everyday such as coins and pottery sherds, which are 
visually unappealing and so more likely to be ignored. These artefacts are often broken to small 
pieces demanding artistic reconstruction and material dating to produce more reliable evidence.9 
However, while heterogenetic sites such as market cities and trading port may yield less dramatically 
compelling artefacts, these sites no less than orthogenetic sites are important to studies of the 
history of cultural transfer and consequential socio-political change.  
One of the earliest Chinese settlements in Indonesia is Kota Cina, a stockade in Sumatra that 
protected a walled-in encampment for Chinese traders to wait for seasonal monsoons that would 
take their ships back to China. Miksic, McKinnon, among others,10 have conducted archaeological 
digs of the site uncovering coins, gold objects, metal slag, jewellery moulds, bones, shells, wooden 
posts from ancient stilt houses and innumerable Chinese porcelain sherds. The many pieces of 
Qingbai Southern Song style porcelain pieces found on the site of Kota Cina, allow the community on 
the site to be dated to late Northern Song, which in 1126 gave way to the Southern Song (1127–
1279).11 
The Chinese in early Southeast Asian history would have been associated with heterogenetic sites 
since they were traders and sojourners. By the time they formed early settlements, they would have 
built temples, but these would have in much part be made with wood and brick. Chinese popular 
religion is less religion as defined by institutional worship with churches and congregations, than it is 
about everyday customs and values. So the emphasis is on social relationships than with the worship 
of a high deity to whom monuments would be built. The spread of Chinese worship from China (the 
                                                          
6 Redfield, Robert and Milton B. Singer, “The Cultural Role of Cities,” Economic Development and Cultural 
Change, 3 (1), The Role of Cities in Economic Development and Cultural Change, Part 1 (October 1954): 53–73. 
7 Fox, Edward. W. History in Geographic Perspective, (New York: Norton, 1971). 
8 Miksic, John N.  “Heterogenetic Cities in Premodern Southeast Asia,” World Archaeology, 32(1) (2000): 106–
20, DOI: 10.1080/004382400409916. 
9 See, for example, Miksic, John N. and Yap Choon Teck, “Compositional Analysis of Pottery from Kota Cina, 
North Sumatra: Implications for Regional Trade during the Twelfth to Fourteenth Centuries A.D.,” Asian 
Perspectives, 31 (1) (Spring 1992): 57–76. 
10 McKinnon, Edmund E., “Kota Cina: Its Context in the Trade of Southeast Asia in the Twelfth to Fourteenth 
Centuries Vol 1 of 2, Unpublished PhD Thesis, Cornell University, 1984. 
11 Miksic, “Heterogenetic Cities,” (2000): 111. 
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motherland) to overseas settlements would have marked by a fēnxiāng (分香) trail. That is, ash from 
the censer of the mother temple would be carried to the new location. This marks continuity of the 
customs and social values of the group. It might be said that a “worship” is a recognition of lineage 
and familial ties, of those who having come before helping those who have come after to settle, so 
that the community is sustained and grows. 
A deity image would have been brought from the mother temple, but this would likely have been a 
fùshēn (副身 auxiliary image), a small copy of the deity statue in the mother temple made of wood, 
that is, light and portable.12 Such images do not survive the passage of time and would be lost to 
archaeology. 
Of course, a thriving community in the present-day provides living evidence of earlier settlement. 
We can start with the community and trace backwards. So the present-day 14,000 strong 
Community of Cina Bali, Chinese Balinese is traceable to the oldest Chinese temple on the island, the 
12th century Pura Dalem Balingkang, to an 1856 chronicle, The Malay Archipelago by British 
naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace,13 and an 1821 tombstone.14 
There is a Chinese enclave in Singkawang, West Kalimantan that retains its culture to such an extent 
that Historian Mary Somers Heidhues has name the town and the area around it from Sambas to 
Potinanak (the provincial capital), the Chinese Districts.15 Epigraphs of tombstones in the area date 
the Chinese in Montrado to at least as early as 1766, Singkawang, 1790, and Pontianak 1798.16 
Singkawang is the site of the annual Cap Go Meh (15th of the First Moon) procession of some 500 
spirit-mediums.17 
Another trace of cultural connection is in loanwords. One of the earliest Chinese word to have been 
borrowed into the Indonesian vocabulary is tahu (tahu 豆腐, “bean curd”) as attested to in an old  
                                                          
12 Chan, Margaret, “Bodies for the Gods: Image Worship in Chinese Popular Religion.” In Julius Bautista (ed.) 
The Spirit of Things: Materiality and Religious Diversity in Southeast Asia. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Southeast Asia 
Program Publications, 2012), pp. 197–215. 
13 Muthia, Risyiana, “How Bali’s Chinese were Accepted and Integrated into Island Society – in Contrast to 
other Parts of Indonesia,” South China Morning Post, Lifestyle, January 21, 2018. 
http://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/article/2129683/how-balis-chinese-were-accepted-and-integrated-island-
society-contrast 
14 Franke, Wolfgang, Claudine Salmon, Anthony Siu, Ho Chün-Yin, Teo Lee Kheng, “Chinese Epigraphic 
Materials in Indonesia” Volume III (Singapore: South Seas Society, 1997). 
15 Somers Heidhues, Mary, Golddiggers, Farmers, and Traders in the “Chinese Districts” of West Kalimantan, 
Indonesia (Ithaca, New York: Cornell Southeast Asia Program Publications, 2003); Yuan, Bingling, Chinese 
Democracies: A Study of the Kongsis of West Borneo (1776-1884) (Leiden: Research School of Asian, African 
and Amerindian Studies CNWS, Universiteit Leiden, 2000). 
16 Wolfgang et al., “Chinese Epigraphic Materials,” (1997). 
17 Chan, Margaret, “Chinese New Year in West Kalimantan: Ritual Theatre and Political Circus,” Chinese 
Southern Diaspora Studies (CSDS), 3 (2009): 106–42.; Chan, Margaret, “The Spirit-mediums of Singkawang: 
Performing ‘Peoplehood’.” In Sai Siew Min and Hoon Chang-Yau (eds) Chinese Indonesians reassessed: History, 
religion and belonging. (Abingdon, Oxford, and New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 138–58. 
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Javanese inscription from the 10th century.18 However Salmon argues that the majority of Chinese 
loans into the Indonesian does not go further back than the Qing dynasty (1644–1911).19 
I will now discuss a method of tracing cultural transfer proposed by Edward B Tylor, recognised as 
the “Father of Anthropology.” In 1880, Edward Tylor made a “special argument” for games as 
anthropological evidence. Tylor proposed that if geographically separate communities have similar 
games that are “peculiar or complex enough to bar the supposition of their having sprung up 
independently,” then this would be proof of cultural connections between the groups.20  
Persuasive as this theory appears to be, I know only one study of the distribution of a game. This is 
van Binsbergen trace of mankala board games (where players take turns to distribute stones into an 
array of holes) through Africa to China and the I-Ching Book of Changes.21 As van Binsbergen’s 
research shows, the origin of an ancient game cannot be definitely proved, and cultural diffusion is 
recognised and needs no explication. 
However, Tylor’s argument for similar complex games arising in different geographical locations can 
be combined with an archaeology of the everyday to argue cultural connections as well as provide 
knowledge for the analysis of socio-political relations between communities in the host society. For 
example, the Museum of London investigation into the ubiquitous discovery of willow-pattern 
ceramic sherds all over the city dating to Victorian England enabled the researchers to make a 
conclusion regarding the aspirations of the poor of 19th century Britain to the material culture of the 
rich.22 
Here I will trace the Indonesian game of “jailangkung.” This game involves a spirit-possessed basket 
that self-automates to write out answers to questions put to it, using a pen stuck into the basket 
weave.  
The Indonesian term “jailangkung” is the homophonic rendition of the Chinese cai lan gong [菜篮公, 
vegetable basket deity] a name that unambiguously links the Indonesian practice with the fifth 
century Chinese divinatory ritual in the worship of Zigu (紫姑), the Goddess of the Latrine and the 
Seventh Sister of Seven Stars.23  
                                                          
18 Barret Jones, Antoinette M., “Early Tenth Century Java from the Inscriptions,” Verhandelingen van het 
Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 107, Dordrecht-Holland (Cinnaminson, USA: Foris 
Publications, 1984), p. 48, in Salmon, Claudine, “Review: Russel Jones, ‘Chinese Loan-Words in Malay and 
Indonesian. A Background Study,’” 2009. Archipel (82) (2011): 219–220, 
http://www.persee.fr/doc/arch_0044-8613_2011_num_82_1_4264_t12_0219_0000_1; Jones, Russel, Chinese 
Loan-Words in Malay and Indonesian. A Background Study, (Kuala Lumpur:  University of Malaya, 2009).  
19 Salmon, Review: Russel Jones (2011): 219. 
20 Tylor, Edward B., “Remarks on the Geographical Distribution of Games,” The Journal of the Anthropological 
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, 9(1880), pp. 23-30. 
21 van Binsbergen, W. M. J., “Rethinking Africa's Contribution to Global Cultural History: Lessons from a 
Comparative Historical Analysis of Mankala Board-Games and Geomantic Divination,” Talanta 28/29 (1996–
1997): 219–51.; Chan, Margaret, “Congkak, a game that connects us with the world,” in “The Surreal, The 
Contemporeal, The Cosmoreal,” Berita Harian 2-Utusan Melayu, February 3, 2010, pp. 4-5. 
22 Owens et al. (May 2010). 
23 Chan, Margaret, “The Sinophone Roots of Javanese Nini Towong,” Asian Ethnology 76 (2017): 95–115; The 
earliest written record of Zigu and Chinese spirit-basket-divination is an essay in the Yi Yuan [異苑 Essays on 
Strange Phenomena ] dating to the Liu Song [刘宋] dynasty (420–479) - Chao Wei-pang. “The Origin and 
Growth of the Fu Chi,” Folklore Studies, Vol. 1, (1942), pp. 9-27; Lin Ji-fu [林继富], “Zigu Xin Yang Liu Bian Yan 
Jiu” [“紫姑信仰流变研究” “On Changes in Zigu Belief”], Changjiang Da Xue Xue Bao (She Hui Ke Xue Ban) [长
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Spirit basket divination must have entered Indonesia before the nineteenth century because early 
Western anthropologists researching in Indonesia had mentioned two involutions of the basic ritual 
of automatic writing with a spirit-possessed basket.24  
First we have Nini Thowong, a rain-making ritual of Java that has developed into a children’s game 
and a tourist performance owing to Islamic sensibilities. The ritual involves a possessed doll which 
derived from a decorated basket. A nineteenth century Nini Thowong doll in the National Museum 
of Indonesia in Jakarta clearly shows how the doll was built upon a basket armature.25 And a 
photograph of a Nini Thowong rain-making in Java shows the Nini Thowong doll to be a basket 
effigy. 26 
We also know of the Nini Thowong and its jailangkung connection because in Indonesian society, 
jailangkung is viewed to be the male spirit-possessed doll and Nini Thowong, the female spirit-
possessed doll.27 
Another involution of jailangkung is the Lukah Gilo or mad fish-trap of Sumatra. This game was also 
sighted in the 19th century, suggesting that jailangkung entered Indonesian culture before that 
date.28 Here a fish-trap as tall as a man, and dressed in garments, is held by a group of two or more 
men. A magician sings a mantra when the lukah becomes spirit-possessed. The spirit-possessed fish-
trap self-automates dragging the men here and there to the laughter of the audience. Both Nini 
Thowong and Lukah Gilo has become more acceptable to Islamic Indonesia by being described as 
pre-Islamic practices that have now entered the secular of world of community games and dances 
that are being preserved as cultural heritage.29 
                                                          
江大学学报(社会科学版), Journal of Yangtze University (Social Sciences)] 31 (1). Lin argues that Zigu worship 
must predate the Yi Yuan, for the essay described an already well-established folk practice. 
24 Hazeu, G.A.J., 1901, “Nini Towong”, Tijdschrift voor Indische Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde, 43: 36 (1901), p. 
55 in Robert Wessing, “A Dance of Life: The Seblang of Banyuwangi, Indonesia”, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- 
en Volkenkunde 155: 4 (1999), Leiden, 644-682, note 38: 664; Scheltema, J. F. Java. Peeps at Many Lands 
(London: A. & C. Black, 1912). Retrieved from 
http://www.archive.org/stream/peepsatmanylands025441mbp/peepsatmanylands025441mbp_djvu.txt  on 
17 May 2009; C. Snouck Hurgronje, De Atjèhers, [The Achehnese]. A. W. S. O’Sullivan and R. J. Wilkinson 
(trans.). (1894, Leyden: E. J. Brill, 1906), p. 206. Retrieved from 
http://www.archive.org/details/achehnese02hurg accessed on 17 May 2009; Scheltema, J. F. Java. Peeps at 
Many Lands (London: A. & C. Black, 1912). Retrieved from 
http://www.archive.org/stream/peepsatmanylands025441mbp/peepsatmanylands025441mbp_djvu.txt  on 
17 May 2009. 
25 Retno Sulistianingsih Sitowati, John N. Miksic and Joop Ave (eds.), Icons of Art: National Museum of 
Indonesia (Jakarta: Bab Publishing), p 135; Bambang Areongbinang, the Areongbinang Project, 
http://aroengbinang.blogspot.com/2007/03/national-museum-today.html, 28 March 2007 accessed on 29 
December 2009. 
26 Margaret J. Kartomi. “Music and Trance in Central Java”, Ethnomusicology, Vol. 17, No. 2 (May 1973). 
27 Hersri Setiawan, “Art and Entertainment in the New Order's Jails”, trans. and introduced by Keith Foulcher, 
Indonesia, Vol. 59 (Apr., 1995), pp. 1-20; Frenavit Kusman Setia Putra, “Ilmu Kedokteran dengan Ilmu Gaib” 
[“Medical Sciences and Magic”] in frenavit.com http://frenavit.com/ilmu-kedokteran-dan-ilmu-gaib.html  17 
November 2008 accessed on 6 Jun 2009. 
28 Skeat, Walter, “Malay Spiritualism,” Folklore, 13 (2) (June 24, 1902): 134–65. 
29 Sujarno. “Permainan Tradisional Nini Towong, Fungsi dan Nilainya bagi Masyaraket” [“The Traditional Game 
of Nini Towong, its Function and Value for the Community’] PATRA-WIDYA Vol. 3 No. 3, September 2002. Balai 
Pelestarian Sejarah dan Nilai Tradisional Yogyakarta [The Centre for the Conservation of History and 
Traditional Values, Yogyakarta] 
http://www.bksnt-jogja.com/bpsnt/artikel_detail.php?id=171, accessed on 19 May 2009. (The article is no 
longer posted on the website). 
Margaret Chan APCSSM 2018 6 
 Jailangkung, Inherent Multiculturalism: Ethnographic Trace 
 
The source of both Lukah Gilo and Nini Thowong is jailangkung, cai lan gong, the Chinese game of 
spirit-possessed vegetable basket performed in the worship of Zigu or the Seven Star Sisters. 
Essentially, it is an ordinary basket that is dressed with a garment. A mantra is said and the basket 
becomes spirit possessed and writes using a pen stuck into its reeds.30 Jailangkung is still being used 
in Chinese temple divination, but lately, jailangkung has been featured as the source of a ghost that 
remains after the game is played to haunt the players. In fact, the jailangkung is the star of 
Indonesia’s most popular ghost horror movie.31 Because of this connection, some Chinese temples 
have rejected the use of jailangkung. 
The jailangkung has seen involutions that have involved the basket taking the form of a doll with or 
without a basket armature.32 
Nini Thowong and Lukah Gilo, have been the subject of Indonesian scholarship, but not jailangkung 
despite the mass popularity of the latter. Tracing the game of spirit-basket writing from 5th century 
China to Indonesia provides a trace of cultural transfer between the two countries. The archaeology 
into spirit-basket divination in the Indonesian everyday reveals the fact that Nini Thowong and Lukah 
Gilo but not jailangkung has been the subject of local scholarship demonstrates how the clearly 
foreign has been made into an Other to be ignored. An increasing influential theocracy of Middle-
Eastern ideation is imposing an austere school of Islam. The new sanitization of indigenous traditions 
can only result in an impoverishment of the cultural world because spirit-basket divination, which 
dates to the southern Chinese Liu-Song [刘宋; 420-479 CE] dynasty, would have been lost to the 
world had not jailangkung 
                                                          
29 Ernawati Purwaningsih, “Permainan Tradisional Anak, Salah Satu Khasanah Budaya yang Perlu Dilestarikan” 
[“Traditional Children’s Games, a Cultural Treasure that must be Preserved”], Jantra, Jurnal Sejarah dan 
Budaya, Sejarah dan Budaya Jawa [Jantra, Journal of History and Culture of Java], Vol. I, No. 1, June 2006, pp. 
40-46. Balai Kajian Sejarah dan Nilai Tradisional, Yogyakarta[Centre for the Study of History and Traditional 
Values, Yogyakarta].  
http://www.bksnt-jogja.com/bpsnt/download/Jantra-01Web.pdf , accessed on 19 May 2009. 
29 For Nini Thowong, see for example, “Gelar Lagi Tradisi Usir Batara Kala” [“Performing again, the Tradition of 
Causing the Giant Batara Kala to Throw Up the Full Moon He Swallowed”], Harian Jogja [Jogja Daily], 4 May 
2009. 
http://www.harianjogja.com/web2/beritas/detailberita/5171/gelar-lagi-tradisi-usir-batara-kalaview.html, 
accessed on 19 May 2009; “Celebrating the new millennium in Yogya”, The Jakarta Post, 27 November 1999. 
http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/1999/11/27/celebrating-new-millennium-yogya.html, accessed on 19 
May 2009; Nur Hidayat. “Besok, Tari Museum Tani Jawa Tampil di Halaman Dinas Pariwisata” 
[“Tomorrow, the Dance Museum of the Farmers’ of Java, at the Tourist Office”], 1 May 2009. Website of the 
Tourist Office of Yogyakarta. http://visitingjogja.com/web/index.php?mod=nwsdet&id=313, accessed on 19 
May 2009. For Lukah Gilo, see Desfiarni, Tari Lukah Gilo Sebagai Rekaman Budaya Minangkabau pra Islam: 
Dari Magis Ke Pertunjukan Sekuler [The Dance of the Mad Fish-Trap a Cultural Tradition of pre-Islamic 
Minangkabau]. (Jogjakarta: Kalika, 2004); Rahmat, Hidayat N., “Kesenian Lukah Gilo di Masyarakat IX Koto 
Sungai Lasi” [The Art of the Mad Fish-Trap of the Community of IX Koto Sungai Lasi], unpublished diploma 
thesis, Universitas Andalas, Padang, Sumatra (2016); Desmiati, Rosta Minawati, and Suherni, “Fenomena 
Pertunjukan Lukah Gilo pada Masyarakat Sabak Auh, Siak” [The Phenomenon of the Mad Fish-Trap in the 
Community of Sabak Auh, Siak], Bercadik 2, 1 (2014): 173–82. 
30 Chan, Margaret, “Jailangkung: Indonesian Spirit-Basket Divination,” Oxford Handbook Online, forthcoming. 
31 Jelangkung: (The Uninvited), with Winky Wiryawan, Melanie Aryanto, Rony Dozer and Harry Panca. Directed 
by Rizal Mantovani and Poernomo. (Indonesia: Rexinema, 2001). 
32 Chan, “Jailangkung,” forthcoming. 
